Abstract: According to the Hong Kong Institute of Service Leadership and Management, interpersonal competence is an important component of an effective service leader. The present paper introduces a lecture embedded in a service leadership subject that focuses on promoting students' interpersonal competence. Several topics are covered in this lecture. First, concepts and theories about interpersonal competence are introduced. Second, the relevance of interpersonal competence to service leadership is outlined. Third, methods of developing interpersonal competence are presented, particularly different conflict management strategies and assertiveness skills. Finally, conclusions and reflections on students' own interpersonal competence and its relevance to the service leadership in one's professional field are discussed. Different activities have been designed and incorporated in the lecture to facilitate students' active learning and selfreflection. Students are also encouraged to explore their own ways to promote the development of interpersonal competence.
Introduction
With an economy dominated by service industries, quality service is one of the most competitive strengths of Hong Kong. Hence, promoting leadership that emphasizes the role of a server instead of a leader is particularly important for Hong Kong to keep its leading position as a top serviceoriented economy. Echoing this call, the Hong Kong Institute of Service Leadership and Management (HKI-SLAM) developed a curriculum framework to promote learning and practice of service, leadership and service leadership in Hong Kong educational institutions, business and individuals. According to this framework, an ideal service leader should possess not only situational specific leadership competences, but also moral character and a caring disposition. The HKI-SLAM curriculum was designed to provide basic guidance for different educational institutions to develop service leaders that are needed in the current Hong Kong society [1] .
As to how to cultivate individuals with situational specific leadership competences, moral character and caring dispositions, the social-cognitive approach to motivation [2] and the transformative learning theory [3] have provided strong theoretical bases for the HK-SLAM framework. According to the social-cognitive approach to motivation, intrapersonal and interpersonal competences, moral character and a caring disposition are malleable and can be nurtured. They can be acquired and improved through learning and practice [4] . Regarding the transformative learning theory, by providing learners a chance to examine and challenge their existing ways of interpreting the world, and to open themselves to alternatives (e.g. reflective exercises), personal changes and development can happen in the learners. When the way the learner makes meaning out of the world changes, transformation can take place.
To promote the development of service leadership education in Hong Kong, the HKI-SLAM initiated a project financially supported by the Victor and William Fung Foundation, with eight tertiary institutions supported by the University Grants Committee (UGC) participating in the project [1] . At The Hong Kong Polytechnic University, both credit-bearing and non credit-bearing programs have been conducted. For credit-bearing subjects on service leadership, a two-credit general education subject entitled "Service Leadership" was designed and offered to 60 students in the 2012/13 academic year and 89 students in the 2013/14 academic year. The objectives of the subject are to enable students to: (1) learn and integrate theories, research and concepts of service leadership, especially the HKI-SLAM (service leadership and management) conceptual framework; (2) be familiar with essential knowledge, skills, attitudes and values covered in the HKI-SLAM curriculum; (3) develop and reflect on their own moral character, psychosocial competences and caring disposition; and (4) cultivate an appreciation of the importance of service leadership to the development and wellness of oneself, other people and the whole society.
In this paper, one lecture covered in the two-credit general education subject entitled "Service Leadership" at The Hong Kong Polytechnic University is described. This lecture focuses on the cultivation of interpersonal competence in students as a critical competence in service leadership. To become an effective service leader, students need to understand the basic theories and importance of interpersonal competence and be equipped with the related skills. In this lecture, key concepts of interpersonal competence and its relevance to service leadership are first introduced. Students are then encouraged to reflect on their own performance in terms of assertiveness and other interpersonal communication skills. Finally, methods to promote one's own interpersonal competence are recommended.
Content and design of the lecture
Clear intended learning outcomes are important components of a well-designed lecture that represents what students are expected to know, understand and be able to do after completing the lecture. For the present lecture, several intended learning outcomes were drawn up when developing the curriculum. First, students are expected to understand the concepts related to interpersonal competence after taking the lecture. Second, students shall recognize the factors that affect one's interpersonal competence development. Third, by participating in planned learning experiences, students are expected to appreciate the role of different interpersonal skills (particularly assertiveness) in effective service leadership. Fourth, students are expected to reflect on their own strengths and weaknesses in terms of interpersonal skills through self-reflection and role-play. They are also given the opportunities to practice different methods to promote their own interpersonal competence through role-play and group discussion. With reference to these learning outcomes, topics covered in the lecture involve basic concepts of interpersonal competence, useful interpersonal skills such as assertiveness and conflict management, the role of interpersonal competence in service leadership and methods of promoting interpersonal competence development.
Concepts and definitions of interpersonal competence
At the beginning of the lecture, basic concepts of interpersonal competence are introduced. Students are presented with different terms that are used interchangeably in daily lives to represent for interpersonal competence, such as social competence, communication competence, interpersonal skills and social skills. It is highlighted that although many definitions are given, "successful social functioning" is usually intrinsic to the definition of interpersonal competence [5, 6] . Based on this core definition, various approaches have been developed to measure interpersonal competence, focusing on different indices of "successful social functioning", such as the number of social skills one has developed, "peer status" (i.e. how popular a person is among peers) and "friendship quality" [7] .
Specifically, the functional approach to interpersonal competence that focuses on the outcomes of social behavior is introduced. According to this approach, interpersonal competence is assessed in terms of one's ability to achieve personal goals in social interaction while maintaining positive relationships with others [6] . Having a high level of interpersonal competence requires different skills, including interaction and relationship initiation, assertion of personal rights and displeasure with others, self-disclosure, emotional support and management of interpersonal conflict [8] . All the above skills are briefly explained to students, and emphasis is put on "assertion of personal rights and displeasure with others" and "management of interpersonal conflict". These two skills are often ignored and difficult to attain for people living in the Chinese culture where harmonious relationships and conformity are highly emphasized.
In the lecture, elaboration on the two skills and their importance to successful leadership are highlighted to students. First, assertiveness is introduced as legitimate and honest communication and standing up for one's feelings, beliefs, and rights without infringing on the rights of others [9] . Assertiveness serves as an adaptive alternative to maladaptive aggressive and passive behaviors where aggressiveness infringes the rights of others and passiveness implies self-denial and giving up one's own rights [10] . Mastering the skills of assertiveness enables individuals to reduce the level of interpersonal conflict and thus reduce a source of daily stress. In organizational settings, assertiveness has been regarded as a prerequisite for effective leadership [11, 12] . Highly assertive people are seen as more powerful than passive employees, and they tend to receive better instrumental outcomes [13] .
In addition, conflict resolution as another core interpersonal skill of effective leadership [14] is further introduced, including the related concepts and different types of conflict management strategies. Conflicts happen when the interests or opinions of two parties are at odds with each other. Given that interpersonal interaction forms the major component of organizational life, conflicts are inevitable [15] . Thomas [16] identified five types of conflict management strategies, namely, competing, collaborating, compromising, avoiding and accommodating. The strategies differ in the extent to which individuals balance between self-needs and other's needs. If an individual focuses primarily on self-interest, competing is preferred. If an individual focuses primarily on other's interest, accommodating is preferred. Compromising and collaborating focus on both self and others' needs, with collaborating involving higher levels of coordination and negotiation between the two parties than compromising. Students are reminded that various strategies should be adopted to solve the conflict optimally in different situations and no single strategy is always the best.
Interpersonal competence and service leadership
Interpersonal competence is regarded as a critical component in many leadership models [17] . In the USFWS Leadership Competency Development Model, interpersonal skill is one of the six foundational leadership competencies [18] . According to this model, interpersonal competence involves treating "others with courtesy, sensitivity, and respect", and considering and responding "appropriately to the needs and feelings of different people in different situations" [18] . Recalling the essence of service leadership that aims to satisfy the needs of self, others and the environment [19] , it is thus essential for leaders to develop high interpersonal skills to provide effective service leadership. More importantly, interpersonal competence is embedded in the Chinese implicit theory about leadership. In identifying the dimensions of implicit Chinese concepts of leadership, Ling, Chia and Fang [20] found that in alignment with the collectivistic values of Chinese culture, interpersonal competence is a primary dimension of Chinese leaders.
In the specific context of service leadership, there are several reasons why interpersonal competence is emphasized. First, service provision requires specific interpersonal skills and etiquette. Given that cornerstones to business success include consideration, cooperation and communication [21] , interpersonal skills and business etiquette are necessary to satisfy the needs of clients [22] . Second, interpersonal skills are essential to productivity in a diverse workplace that increasingly utilizes a team approach. Through promoting an atmosphere of confidence and trust, interpersonal skills help develop valuable relationships and inspire a team to accomplish tasks [18] . Third, for service leaders, interpersonal skills are important in the process of communication and coaching. In particular, communication promotes information, thereby increasing employees' participation. Coaching also directly guides employees' performance and helps to solve problems and accomplish organizational objectives [18, 23, 24] .
Outline of the lecture
The topics and activities for this lecture are summarized in Table 1 . Before the formal lecture starts, the lecturer recaps the content of the previous lecture (i.e. intrapersonal competence) by asking the students to recall the key messages of the lecture and ends up by giving a brief summary. After that, the instructor tells a story as a warm-up activity related to interpersonal competence. The story is designed to give the students a first impression about individuals with high or low interpersonal competence and help students link the concept to their daily life experiences.
The first part of the lecture focuses on the basic concepts related to interpersonal competence. Various definitions proposed by different researchers are introduced to students, and the common elements among these definitions are emphasized. In particular, the core message that interpersonal competence refers to one's ability to achieve personal goals in social interaction while maintaining positive relationships with others is conveyed [6] . To facilitate students' understanding, the lecturer highlights several key elements of interpersonal competence. First, interpersonal competence is an ability used in social interactions. Second, it is used for achieving one's own goals because sometimes an individual's needs cannot be fulfilled on their own. Third, interpersonal competence involves skills in initiating a relationship -making the first move to start a relationship. Fourth, to fulfill personal goals, maintaining a relationship across time and settings is also crucial. To further stimulate students' thinking, the instructor invites students to think about the question "why do we need to interact with others?" This question provides a chance for students to reflect on the motivation and gains of social interactions based on their past experiences.
After presenting the basic concepts, five primary domains of interpersonal communication skills are further introduced. Drawing on existing literature [8] , interpersonal competence entails competences in the following task domains that have been identified to have theoretical relevance to psychosocial functioning, including (1) interaction and relationship initiation; (2) assertion of personal rights and displeasure with others; (3) selfdisclosure; (4) emotional support; and 5) management of interpersonal conflict. As mentioned earlier, the domains of "assertion of personal rights" and "management of interpersonal conflict" are given more emphases in this lecture.
To promote students' understanding of assertiveness, students are first presented with a series of reflective questions related to their own assertiveness such as whether they have given up their personal interests when in conflict with others to maintain a relationship. Students are then invited to think about their feelings about and reasons for such experiences. The instructor then consolidates the answers of the students by bringing out the issue of antagonism between interpersonal harmony and assertiveness. The significance of this phenomenon is further highlighted with regard to its cultural difference, i.e. the Asians usually focus too much on interpersonal harmony and often sacrifice their own needs, whereas the Westerners are more truthful to themselves and sometimes neglect interpersonal harmony. To echo this viewpoint, the students are then asked to discuss their ratings on a questionnaire they completed earlier regarding their assertiveness to see if their assertiveness has been encouraged/discouraged by society and the people around them (e.g. parents). This discussion leads to the introduction of the definition of assertiveness and further elaboration on the importance of balancing personal needs and the respect for others' needs at the same time during interpersonal interactions. Simple rules to demonstrate one's assertiveness such as "to be direct, open, honest and considerate" are then introduced. Having an initial understanding of assertiveness, each group of students are assigned a scenario in which they need to demonstrate assertiveness through a roleplay activity. After the groups finish their role-plays, the instructor then shows students a list of misconceptions about assertiveness to deepen their understanding and distinguish assertiveness from two related concepts, i.e. aggressiveness and passiveness.
The second part of the lecture deals with the importance of interpersonal competence, particularly its relevance to service leadership. The teacher refers back to the story introduced in the warm-up activity, and then highlights the positive outcomes brought by high interpersonal competence, such as having more resources and support, higher personal influence, and better psychological health [25] [26] [27] . In an organizational setting, the importance of interpersonal competence is introduced from the roles of leaders [18, 23, 24] and service providers [19] . The instructor would review the definition of service leadership and link the importance of interpersonal competence to the mission of service leaders.
The third part covers three specific methods to promote interpersonal competence development. First, active listening as a useful interpersonal strategy is taught to students. Students are asked to reflect on the meaning of "active" and how "active" can be shown in listening. The teacher then highlights that passively receiving and interpreting sound information is not "active listening" and introduces six components of active listening: (1) hearing; (2) focusing; (3) comprehending and interpreting; (4) analyzing and evaluating; (5) responding; and (6) remembering [28] . Tips for active listening are demonstrated by the teacher with a real life example. Students are encouraged to participate in another role-play activity in which some irritating habits of listening are present. This activity helps students to experience directly the negative outcomes caused by a lack of active listening from the perspectives of both speakers and listeners.
Second, another method introduced to improve interpersonal competence is promoting one's awareness of the importance of nonverbal communication. To understand the role of nonverbal communication, the students are first shown a short video clip about various body languages to get a first impression. The lecturer then introduces the components of body language and highlights the fact that the majority of one's communication is nonverbal instead of verbal, and nonverbal communication plays an important role in conveying information and attitude, more so than words and vocal qualities [29] . Positive body language in interpersonal communication is also introduced and demonstrated.
The third method of promoting interpersonal competence is to improve conflict resolution skills. The teacher would remind the students that conflicts are inevitable as long as two parties of interests are opposed to or simply different from each other [30] . Therefore, good conflict resolution skills are critical to interpersonal competence. Five strategies of conflict management [16] are introduced, including competing, collaborating, compromising, avoiding and accommodating. Students are then asked to discuss in groups what strategy they would use in a given conflict scenario. After students share their proposed solution to the conflict in class, the teacher sums up by pointing out that the strategies make balance between self-needs and others' needs to different degrees. There is no simple best strategy in dealing with a conflict situation and more than one strategy may be needed in some situations.
After introducing ways to promote interpersonal competence development, the teacher summarizes the lecture by presenting students a list of take-home messages. To further highlight the importance of interpersonal competence to service leadership, the students are then asked to reflect on the core beliefs of service leadership introduced in earlier lectures and their relevance to interpersonal competence.
Activities designed for the lecture
In addition to lecturing, a variety of activities have been designed for this lecture to facilitate students' learning. According to the transformative learning theory [31, 32] , changes and development in learners are obtained through providing them with a chance (e.g. an event on which they could reflect) to examine and challenge their existing way of making meaning out of the world and open themselves to alternatives. In the current lecture focusing on interpersonal competence, different interactive activities are used, including group discussion, self-reflection and role-play. The activities are presented in the following sections.
The first activity (self-reflection): social butterfly vs. antisocial butterfly
In the first activity, a story about a social butterfly and an anti-social butterfly is presented to the students for them to reflect on their own experiences in which interpersonal competence is involved. Basically, the teacher first tells the story of the two butterflies and their encounters in a social event [33] . Students are then asked to reflect on whether they are familiar with this situation and to rate themselves on a continuum with anti-social butterfly and social butterfly at the two ends. After inviting students to share their ratings and reflection, the teacher wraps up by introducing the topic of the lecture on interpersonal competence focusing on being good at social interactions as well as communicating and using various social and communication skills.
The second activity (role-play): the art of assertiveness
After students have learned basic knowledge about interpersonal competence and the concept of assertiveness, they are invited to practice the art of assertiveness in different scenarios through role-play. Although students may lack experiences of being assertive, they are encouraged to practice the skill in terms of the basic rules introduced in the lecture. Specifically, each group of students is asked to choose one from five different interpersonal communication scenarios (Appendix 1). Based on the scenario, students are requested to think about how to demonstrate assertiveness on that occasion and role play the story in front of the class. After the performance of each group, other students in the class are encouraged to comment on whether assertiveness shown by the group is appropriate and, if not, in what way the performance could be improved. The teacher wraps up the activity by differentiating among assertiveness, aggressiveness and passiveness. It is expected that through this activity, students can directly experience the advantages of "standing up for one's own" and further understand the notion and importance of assertiveness.
The third activity (role-play): irritating habits of listening
After introducing active listening as a way to promote interpersonal competence, students are required to participate in a second role-play to experience the irritating habits of listening. The purpose of this activity is to increase their understanding about the importance of active listening and the sensitivity to bad listening habits that may inhibit effective communication. By demonstrating the irritating habits of listening, the students could gain the related awareness, reflect on themselves, and develop the intention to abandon bad listening habits. For this activity, first a worksheet is distributed to students of each group (Appendix 2) that lists a series of 13 bad listening habits [34] . Each group is required to pick up three out of the 13 habits listed on the worksheet they consider the most irritating. Two students from each group role-play a conversation scenario and demonstrate the three behaviors.
Following each group's performance, students playing speakers and listeners are invited to take turns to share their difficulties and feelings in the conversation. Finally, the teacher wraps up the activity by further emphasizing the role of active listening in effective communication.
The fourth activity (group discussion): which strategy would you use?
In the final part of the lecture, students are taught that interpersonal competence involves effectively solving conflicts with different strategies. Several conflict management strategies are introduced to students. This activity aims to help students further understand the importance of applying different conflict coping strategies in different contexts and to provide a chance for students to reflect on the pros and cons of different strategies. In this activity, students are first presented with four scenarios involving various interpersonal conflicts (Appendix 3). They are required to discuss within groups about what strategy they would use to solve the conflict for each scenario. After the discussion, every group will report the strategy they choose for one specific situation and the reasons behind their choice. The teacher wraps up by summarizing the advantages and disadvantages of each strategy and emphasizing that no single strategy is optimal for all conflicts and the importance of solving conflict constructively.
Teacher's personal reflection on teaching the lecture
While interpersonal competence is a significant aspect in the development of a good service leader, some students are more likely to appreciate this point than others. Students with relatively poor interpersonal competence tend to be more defensive and resistant to the content of this lecture, and therefore the way the teacher conveys the knowledge is crucial. Interactive teaching that utilizes various activities involving self-reflection and experiential learning appears to be an effective way to arouse the interests of these students. More self-disclosure on the part of the teachers would also be helpful. However, the lecturers should stay cautious when introducing some controversial issues to students. Instead of presenting a single viewpoint, the lecturer should think critically about the lecture material and try to offer students different perspectives as well as to encourage students to freely express their unique opinions. In addition, more support should be given to students expressing divergent views.
Different methods that promote students' critical selfreflection should be encouraged. Although critical selfreflection could take place in class, it is more likely to take place outside of the classroom [32] . Moreover, although the teachers could provide students with opportunities to examine their assumptions, feelings and viewpoints in the classroom, the depth of their reflection may not be enough. In what ways such self-reflective activities can be effectively facilitated outside the classroom and to a deeper extent is an interesting and valuable topic for future research. Possible strategies may be to give students home assignments in an essay format to stimulate their critical self-reflection or to encourage students to write self-reflective diaries by giving them extra credit. Future teaching may adopt and examine the effectiveness of these methods.
In addition to the topics covered in this lecture, there are other topics that can stimulate the intellectual thinking of students. First, the teacher could encourage students to reflect on the notion of assertiveness in the Chinese culture. It is interesting to ask how one can balance between assertiveness and interpersonal harmony. Second, as contemporary young people are commonly regarded as egocentric [35] , students are encouraged to have self-reflection and examination. Third, to help students understand the importance of interpersonal competence, the literature on positive youth development can be introduced [36] [37] [38] . In particular, the positive impact of interpersonal competence on the development of young people can help students further appreciate the importance of interpersonal competence in successful service leaders.
Scenario B:
You just gave a wonderful presentation on a topic that you had prepared for a long time. The audience includes several professors in your department, who also praised your work. Now, one person stands up and asserts that your work is no more than repeating what others have done, and there is no innovation, which is obviously not true. You feel very offended. Which strategy would you use to deal with the situation? Why? Scenario C: You, Jim, and Anna, went hiking. After getting off the bus, it was time to find a place for lunch. You expected a big seafood meal at a restaurant nearby, and Jim also showed similar interest. However, Anna said she felt queasy because of carsickness and suggested eating congee. Which strategy would you use? Why?
Scenario D:
Leon is your friend. Both of you are interns at an electric appliance company. You were just assigned a task to make a marketing plan for a new product. While you emphasize early promotion for attracting as many customers as possible, Leon is more concerned about after-sale service to keep clients. Which strategy would you choose? Why?
